



Reflections on Activities Used to Increase  




This paper is a reflection of activities and techniques used to foster learner autonomy. In English 
Discussion Class (EDC) there is an English-only policy; however, some students, especially 
those in lower level classes find this very challenging and resort to using their L1, Japanese. By 
giving students control of tasks traditionally held by the teacher in a classroom with strong group 
cohesion, I hoped to increase their independence giving them more accountability to this policy. 
Through the teaching journal, I gained insight into the effectiveness of the activities which 
increased students’ level of autonomy. In addition, the changes in the students’ performance will 
be discussed.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
The focus of my teaching journal was the influence of fostering autonomy and creating a sense 
of community as a way to reduce L1 in the classroom. Creating an environment and 
opportunities where students had more responsibility could lead to them having more 
accountability for themselves and their classmates (Benson, 2011). Another anticipated outcome 
of the increased accountability could be that students would gain more confidence in their 
English abilities thus resulting in a decrease on their L1 reliance. Keeping a teaching journal 
causes teachers to analyze their actions and the ideologies that guide their behaviors and 
attitudes (Richards 1998). My journal was on three lower-level or level IV classes from lesson 5 
to 11 with individual entries following each lesson. These classes relied heavily on Japanese. 
Two of the classes, hereafter known as class A and B, were enthusiastic and had good group 
dynamics. Later it became apparent that the third class, class C, struggled not only with English 
but also with group cohesion. These classes posed new challenges, and I felt that a teaching 
journal could give me more insight into the learners’ needs and ways to provide assistance.  
Benson (2011) defines autonomy as the student taking responsibility or control for his/her 
learning. Previously I had taught at high schools and I had positive experiences with the 
transference of the teacher’s jobs to students through activities such as creating lesson materials, 
peer-checking and teaching lessons in classrooms where students felt comfortable with the 
structure of the lessons and knew the tasks. In my first semester at EDC in spring 2014, activities 
which foster student autonomy were adapted to fit the course’s format. For example, students 
used self-check sheets to grade their performance in discussions, participated in peer-monitoring 
of practice activities and did chorus-reading of the textbook and lesson materials. During the fall 
2015 semester a more concrete plan for transferring more responsibilities to the students with 
less dependence on the teacher was outlined with the final goal of having the students peer-teach 
their classmates the final lessons. 
 
DISCUSSION 
Creating Community and Giving Students more Responsibility 
Before starting the journal, the classes I chose to observe were often using Japanese and seemed 
unconfident in their English abilities. To alleviate their anxiety, lessons had a set format with 
tasks that essentially remained the same from lesson to lesson to provide students with structure. 
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Another way employed to decrease students’ apprehension was to lessen the isolation some may 
experience due to their view of their English competency, by building community in the 
classroom, which is an important component of Community Language Learning (Richards & 
Rodgers, 2001). Instead of the teacher-fronted “Read and repeat”, chorus reading was used. This 
caused the students to rely on each other to set the pace and take charge of word pronunciation 
rather than depending on the teacher. The students were required to be more active. In Lesson 4, 
in addition to self-check sheets focusing on communication skills, content, functions, questions 
and language that were used after the two discussions, I introduced peer-monitoring for all the 
classes. With this activity four students participated in a four-minute discussion while they were 
each individually monitored by another student who listened to their performance. The monitors 
did not take part in the discussion. These monitors used the same self-check sheets to assess the 
discussion participants’ strong points and points to improve. After the discussion concluded, 
monitors provided feedback for a one-minute period. Then I would provide feedback about the 
discussion. Next the roles were exchanged following the same pattern as the participants became 
the monitors and the monitors became the participants. 
After the discussion test in lesson 5, classes A and B clearly demonstrated that they were 
able to speak in English rarely using L1 and enjoyed discussing various topics with one another. 
These classes seemed to form a community. They worked to support each other with English 
vocabulary and grammar in the practice, fluency and discussion preparation activities. As a 
result there were prepared for the discussions. However, class C had only four of eight students 
present for the first discussion test. During the test, Japanese was used and students struggled to 
produce content. Semester 2 was my first experience teaching lower levels and class C was the 
first time I experienced students that did not seem to be able to create one cohesive group. 
Activities and discussions in this class were often performed with hesitation and little motivation. 
The students required much more time than other classes to cooperative together to complete the 
tasks. Through keeping a journal, it became evident that activities and goals would need to be 
modified.  
 
Activities to Increase Learners’ Level of Autonomy 
The activities used to increase learner autonomy were giving tasks traditionally held by the 
teacher to the students with the final goal of having students teach their peers. Dӧrnyei & 
Ushioda state preparing and assisting students with tasks they are well-aware of increases 
success (2011). Methods and techniques used were making students more mindful of the 
structure of lessons, having students share discussion content, giving peer-feedback and 
directing the lessons.  Starting from lesson 6, as a transition from one activity to the next I 
asked them, “What does everyone do now?” to give them more awareness as to the structure of 
the lesson. Additionally, this prompting would prepare the students for the final goal of 
peer-teaching in lesson 10 and 11 when they would be responsible for directing the class. In my 
journal, I noted that classes A and B were depending less on Japanese and were more active 
starting tasks with little or no assistance from me. However, class C continued to be uncertain of 
the lessons’ structure, exhibited low enthusiasm and seemed to be discouraged about their 
English proficiency.  
From lesson 7’s students began sharing content from the second discussion with members 
from the other group. This activity also built a stronger sense of community and extended the 
small group structure. Content-sharing from the discussion also prompted the students to reflect 
on what they had said individually, as well as, their classmates’ ideas from the discussion. In my 
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journal I wrote that class B was highly energetic and very eager about performing this task. 
In lesson 8, students took part in the “Teach” component of “Test-Teach-Test”. On the 
board, I wrote down their comments in the first “Test” to practice the lesson’s function or 
communication skill. To begin “Teach”, I modeled the correct usage of the function or 
communication skill with one of their comments. Next I would silently guide students to read 
the second comment following the same pattern. Moreover, students had the opportunity to 
correctly use the function or communication skill with their original comments in a structured 
practice preparing them for the lesson’s following tasks; for example, two form-focused 
practices, a fluency-building activity, discussion preparations activities and two discussions. 
Again in the second practice activity peer-monitoring was used, however depending on the 
number of students, it was adapted to give the students even more independence with less 
teacher-guidance. In this adapted version, two pairs of students took part in a two-minute 
discussion while the four other students were individual monitors. The students then gave the 
same one-minute pattern for feedback using the self-check sheets. The roles were then reversed. 
The journal entry for class A was their reliance on L1 was decreasing.  
In lesson 10 and 11, half of the students directed the lessons’ activities. At the beginning 
of each class, these students worked collaboratively to manage the classroom by transitioning 
and timing all the activities. Prompts for the teaching group were on the board such as “Let’s 
read.” and “What’s next?” As needed, I provided support. Students also participated in decision 
making by choosing which group members were responsible for the teacher tasks and assigning 
roles to other students. Classes A and B completed the teachers’ tasks successfully. Later in 
lesson 14, students reflected on these tasks through a short group discussion. Some students said 
the activity gave them a clearer understanding of the lessons while others felt nervous speaking 
in front of the class in English. However, many students shared that they simply enjoyed being 
teachers. Then I shared with them the explanation for the activity which was to increase their 
independence and to create more balance in the classroom between the students and teacher. 
Because of the unique needs of class C, this activity was not utilized.  
 
Modifications 
The focus of fostering autonomy with class C shifted from students’ performance of teacher’s 
tasks to learners’ having more control of classroom dynamics. In the lesson 7 entry, I noted that 
because more time was required for students to prepare for the discussion, content sharing could 
not be done. From lesson 8 students were participating in “Teach” but the peer-monitoring 
activity and peer-teaching were omitted. Also my role changed from facilitator to support 
provider. Instead giving the students more opportunities for independence, I needed to be more 
involved. In lesson 8, I solicited their ideas as to how I could be more helpful and their 
suggestions were implemented. Furthermore due to comments made by some students, the 
groups they set in the beginning of lesson remained the same in all activities except the fluency. 
The anxiety previously experienced by some students due to incompatibility with others seemed 
to decrease. As a result, class C produced more content in discussions and better assisted one 
another. In the final discussion test the students had more content and rarely used Japanese.  
 
CONCLUSION 
Through the keeping of an ongoing teaching journal, more awareness was gained regarding 
adjustments that needed to be made to my teaching style (Farrell, 2007). Rather than having a 
universal system, I will be more sensitive to those classes who have special requirements. In the 
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future I want to use a reflective journal as a tool to record my increased transparency with 
students regarding goals and the purpose of activities. Sharing the goals to decrease power 
imbalances in the classroom and to support learner autonomy with the students sooner may 
decrease their uncertainty about new activities and provide them with a better understanding of 
the structure of the lessons. Reflecting on students’ responses to this transparency especially 
concerning autonomy will be very beneficial to improving my teaching abilities. 
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